Technique and Theory in the Work of Kapila Vatsyayan Janet O'Shea
As a scholar and practitioner of Bharatanatyam I would like, foremost, to express my gratitude to Kapila Vatsyayan for her comprehensive, in-depth studies of Indian classical dance forms. Her work includes attention to both distant and recent epochs in the history of Indian dance as well as to current practice. Her analysis of many divergent sources has laid the groundwork for any academic study of classical Indian dance. She not only provides an exhaustive account of Indian dance in the past and present but also interprets the relationship among aesthetic theory texts, historical dance practice, and contemporary, classical Indian choreography in a nuanced and sophisticated manner.
Because the strengths of Vatsyayan's research are manifold, I restrict my consideration here to a narrow focus. Specifically, this discussion focuses on her concept of dance technique as an integral part of her analytical framework. This essay also addresses the ramifications of her methodology for current and future work in the field of dance studies. In particular, I consider how Vatsyayan's understanding of the bodily subject offers an important paradigm for current writings within dance scholarship, especially those that interpret dance praxis in relation to social theory (1). Moreover, I limit my attention to two of Vatsyayan's major works: Classical Indian Dance in Literature and the Arts and Indian Classical Dance.
Kapila Vatsyayan's Concept of Technique
Vatsyayan theorizes the corporeal subject through the category of technique. She mobilizes the notion of technique for analytical classification of both the pedagogical and performative aspects of a particular dance form. This typology is a general one: it functions as a framework that incorporates a set of criteria for extracting the characteristic features of a system of stylized, bodily action. In Vatsyayan's paradigm, technique operates as a methodology for organizing movement.
Drawing upon her sustained research into classical aesthetic theory texts in the Sanskrit language, Vatsyayan locates her model, predicated on this notion that I refer to as the "technique concept" in movement vocabulary, dance syntax, and pedagogical exercises (2). Such an idea shifts the concept from a specific, descriptive term-that in North American dance parlance usually refers to dance training, such as in the phrase "dance technique class"-to a general, analytical frame. For instance, in her discussion of the technical features of Indian dance, Vatsyayan highlights the "building blocks" of contemporary dance forms, such as the adavu in Bharatanatyam, which function as both training exercises and the irreducible components from which performance choreography emerges. This consideration of technique links, in her writing, class exercises with all of the other constitutive elements of a dance form, including its expressive Janet O'Shea has been a student and performer of the Indian dance form Bharatanatyam for the past ten years. A disciple of Smti Nandini Ramani of Madras, in the tradition of T. Balasaraswati, she studied the dance form in India under the auspices of the Ameri- Vatsyayan unites her in-depth knowledge of Sanskrit aesthetic texts with her experience with Labanalysis to produce an understanding of dance as a conscious cultural practice that can be described verbally through its component features. This view, in turn, provides a way into articulating divergences and similarities in the construction of corporeality among different cultures or time periods. Vatsyayan's technique concept, then, has utility for any number of endeavors within dance scholarship.
This technique concept, as a result, has particular applicability to cross-cultural scholarship since it represents a point of entry into the academic study of any number of dance forms. Specifically, the recourse to technique as movement logic constitutes an equalizing maneuver. Rather than privileging one particular movement system as a norm, such a model enables scholars to approach dance forms of disparate cultures and time periods as distinctive means of conceiving of the body. Vatsyayan's paradigm also facilitates the interpretation of the cultural priorities evident in a dance form while not reducing dance to the status of reflecting its culture, time period, or social group. This methodological framework situates dance as an active cultural participant in relation to other systems of thought.
Further Applicability of the Technique Model
Vatsyayan's approach also speaks to some problems conventionally associated with dance scholarship. Because of my own research focus on Bharatanatyam in the United States and India, I highlight the academic study of dance in these two countries. Although the field of dance scholarship obviously extends far beyond specific intellectual practices in either the United States or India, a related set of problems that manifests in these two locations remains relevant for the subject area that Vatsyayan considers. As is by now well known, scholars outside the field have tended to view dance scholarship as a problematical and difficult venture. How can something that, apparently, leaves no trace be studied? More generally, dance has conventionally been associated in Europe and North America with irrationality, ineffability, and is often portrayed as unrepresentable. Dance studies has often countered these charges by explicitly developing means of theorizing the corporeal subject. Vatsyayan's concept of technique offers one such clear method for articulating the moving body. Her close analysis of movement qualities in materials beyond live performance, such as in textual description and visual iconography, offers a means to find traces of dance performance in historical evidence. It is not only the rigorous investigation of multiple sources, but also her very willingness to make manifest her comparative, cross-text, and cross-genre approach that rebuts the assumption that remnants of dance performance dissipate instantly.
In addition, Vatsyayan's technique concept transcends the common dichotomy between rationality and emotionality. By demonstrating how expressive dance forms consist of movement logic, her studies bridge a perceived gap in Western, and more specifically American, thought between intellect and sentiment. Vatsyayan's framework of dance analysis, therefore, circumvents assumptions about the ascribed ineffability of dance. As she illustrates how an analytical approach to ordering movement inheres in the dance forms themselves, Vatsyayan suggests that dance functions as a system of thought that can be interpreted through writing.
In India, by contrast, dance is held in higher regard than it has customarily been in the United States. Historically, authors have considered dance worthy of academic study, as evidenced by the numerous theoretical aesthetic texts which appear from the second century B.C.E. (Vatsyayan 1992, 1-2) . The dichotomy between cognitive and emotive qualities or experiences does not have the same pervasive influence that it generally carries in North American thought. Nonetheless, some recent Indian dance scholars have tended to neglect embodied practice in favor of ancient aesthetic theory texts. A number of authors, for instance, have turned to texts such as the Natyashastra and the Abhinayadarpana but have stopped their investigation there (3). Because of the influence held by reconstruction projects, such as that of Rukmini Devi and other midcentury dance reformers, in the Indian classical dance milieu, some critics have been interested in evaluating contemporary classical dance forms according to Sanskrit aesthetic texts. Vatsyayan, however, adapts the theoretical bases of such texts-for instance, the analysis of dance through the delineation of units of movement and structural standards that govern the creation of phrases-to investigate live dancing.
Vatsyayan not only adjusts the fundamental premises of such works to the analysis of present-day movement forms but also distinguishes between the theoretical texts themselves and the dancing of the past to which they refer. She provides a sophisticated analysis of the texts, in which she extracts practice from aesthetic theory, rather than treating the written work as identical to historical praxis. For instance, in her discussion of the Sangita-Ratnakara, Sarngadeva's text on music, she persuasively argues that the author's emphasis on regional variations from a standardized dance classicism suggests both the influence of prescriptive texts and the departures from them in local practice (Vatsyayan 1992, 6 ). In addition, she supplements her study of the better-known texts with other treatises on the aesthetic experience, with references to dance in Sanskrit poetry, drama, and epics, and with a myriad of visual source materials, such as painting and sculpture.
Finally, Vatsyayan also investigates the role of temporal change in Indian dance. Rather than argue that contemporary classical dance remains wholly faithful to the tenets of ancient aesthetic texts or that it has completely diverged from its historical sources, she convincingly demonstrates that concert dance in India today represents an intentional reconstruction of earlier practice. In her view, then, the present-day classical dance forms both reflect a modem sensibility and engage actively with "fragments of antiquity" (Vatsyayan 1992, 8) . At the same time, Vatsyayan expresses a profound respect for the enduring vitality of the oral traditions from which contemporary dance praxis emerges (4).
Application of the Technique Concept to Social Theory and Dance Analysis
Vatsyayan's endeavor bridges a perceived discontinuity between "theory" and "content," a common perception that scholarship need be divided into "theoretical" projects, meaning those that engage in a methodological discussion, and "content-based" studies that provide specific information. A prevalent understanding is that one of these endeavors must happen at the expense of the other: those works concerned with content forgo theoretical investigations while "theory," which closely examines academic approaches, neglects factual material. Vatsyayan's work, supplants this dichotomy as it cultivates both compendia of information and a strong analytical model. Her notion of technique, in particular, encourages both the description and analytical interpretation of component parts of dance forms.
Much new research in dance studies has urged the interpretation of dance in relation to broader social and cultural factors, institutions, and practices. Vatsyayan herself portrays dance as constituted by internal logic systems and also demonstrates how the dancing actively engages with areas of cultural life such as religion or with related arts such as literature. Thus, her analysis provides a model for those interested in linking the specifics of dance practice with larger social life as she suggests that the elements of dance form a continuum with more general cultural and social considerations. A major purpose in focusing attention on "theory" lies in an interest in increasing the relevance of particular studies beyond their own field and, more generally, in fostering cross-genre and cross-disciplinary exchanges. Vatsyayan's model represents one such example of a methodology applicable beyond its immediate subject matter. In fact, as I argued above, this idea of technique as movement methodology may be useful for understanding any form of intentionally stylized bodily action.
While dance scholarship has generally analyzed the dancing body as a site of cultural and societal discourse, many approaches have also interpreted corporeal subjects not only as locations of cultural production but also as active participants in their surrounding world. By indicating how the tools of analysis emerge from the dancing itself and by drawing her methods out from Sanskrit theoretical texts into a potentially cross-cultural system of interpretation, Vatsyayan's model offers a moving body that not only is inscribed within a culture, but also plays an active role within that culture. For these, and many other reasons, I, and nearly every scholar writing on Bharatanatyam, have found Vatsyayan's analyses of Indian dance to be indispensable. Kapila Vatsyayan's research has strongly influenced subsequent works not only because of the great deal of information she imparts but also because she offers a paradigm that considers Indian dance, and dance in general, as a conscious practice that intersects with broader cultural concerns and negotiates with historical flux. Notes 1. Because of the varying terminologies involved in Indian and American dance scholarship, I use the term "theory" in two different ways in this essay. The first sense, in currency in U.S. dance studies, uses "theory" to refer to inquiry that depends upon and arises out of poststructuralist thought, including such fields as Marxian analysis, postcolonial studies, and feminist theory; this, I refer to as "social theory." The second connotation of the term, used largely in Indian dance research, refers to classical texts, mostly written in the Sanskrit language, which study dance and drama forms through aesthetic analysis. This second sense of the term I convey through reference to "aesthetic theory." 4. For example, at the October 1998 CORD conference at which Kapila Vatsyayan's contributions to dance scholarship were honored, Dr. Vatsyayan spoke fondly and with great respect of her training with a number of the masters of the oral tradition of Indian classical dance forms. In addition, she emphasized that the reconstruction projects, which constitute a great deal of choreography and performance work in contemporary classical Indian dance, emerge as much out of continous praxis as they do out of aesthetic texts.
